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Abstract: In this study, we explore changing social relations and dynamics during
pandemic, particularly in online dating via one of the most popular dating apps, Tinder.
Conducting a virtual ethnography on Tinder over a 2 month period, we determine four
main changes in the context of online dating: changes in the community, changes in
the conversations, changes in the context of video call, and changes in the perception
of online dating. Embracing the notion of social affordances, we further discuss how
these changes have initiated new forms of social interaction in the Tinder community,
making members realise the hidden social affordances of the app. Considering these
shifts in the context of online dating, we discuss how any narrow definition of dating,
and more broadly socialising online, may adversely impact users’ online social
experiences. Hence, we offer design implications that provide allowing variety in
online (dating) communities, and merging offline and online.
Keywords: online dating; social affordances; virtual ethnography; online social life

1. Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic has brought our lives new forms of social life because of the
pandemic-related limitations such as social distancing requirements and lockdowns. As our
social relationships and the way we communicate with others have been redefined due to
these limitations, our daily activities and routines have had to find new forms online
(Safronova, 2021). Because online media have become our primary ways to communicate
and interact with each other, digital activities and social media use have significantly
increased (Kemp, 2020). Within these changes in our social lives, dating and romantic
relationships, which have an important role in people’s both physical and emotional wellbeing (Chisom, 2021), have also been considerably affected in certain ways. Since meeting in
person has a higher risk of infection, people started using dating apps to cope with emotions
such as loneliness and boredom (Chisom, 2021). Therefore, the use of dating apps has also
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dramatically increased, bringing along new ways for engaging with the apps (Marsh, 2020;
Cookney, 2020).
New forms in online dating indicate that the pandemic has not only affected offline social
lives, but also online social lives although the latter is usually overlooked or ignored.
Therefore, this study aims to explore changing social relations and dynamics during
pandemic, particularly in online dating via one of the most popular dating apps, Tinder.
Thus, we conducted a virtual ethnography on Tinder over a 2 month period, and determined
four main changes in the context of online dating. Embracing the concept of social
affordance (Bradner et al., 1999; Bradner, 2001), we further discuss how these changes have
initiated new forms of social interaction in the Tinder community, encouraging members to
re-discover the social affordances of the app.

2. Background
Our social lives are increasingly moving onto the online world, which enables various ways in
which we communicate and socially interact (Harley et al., 2018). Emphasising that there is
an obvious shift from offline to online in communication and socialising, Lieberman and
Schroeder (2020) suggest that this situation has vital consequences for every aspect of
human life, playing a crucial role in understanding and shaping the future of human sociality.
Tyler (2002) sees this integration of online into our social lives as more like a new way to
maintain our offline habits and practices, rather than “a transformative technology that has
fundamentally changed” the ways we live (p. 195-196). Similarly, Baym and boyd (2012)
state that we retain our old ways of socialising in new types of media which “mirror,
magnify, and complicate countless aspects of everyday life” (p. 320).
One of these aspects is romantic relationships. As with many other socialisation forms, most
romantic relationships start and shape in the online world today (Hogan et al., 2011). While
there are many studies which investigate different aspects of these relationships (see
Merkle & Richardson, 2000; Anderson, 2005; Peter & Valkenburg, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter,
2007; Whitty, 2008; Heino et al., 2010; Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012; Blackhart et al., 2014;
Wiederhold, 2015; Eichenberg et al., 2017; Hobbs et al., 2017; Hood et. al, 2018), Hogan et
al. (2011) state that meeting others online is not unusual anymore; therefore, “it is worth
changing the topic from why or how are people meeting online to how sites are structured
and designed to encourage or discourage certain kinds of meeting and matching” (p. 33).
To understand what and how these sites offer their users, we use the notion of affordance, a
concept initially developed by Gibson (1979) with an ecological approach to perception, and
introduced into HCI by Norman (1988). After its introduction to the field, over the years the
concept of affordance has been developed and detailed by many scholars with different
approaches (see Gaver, 1991,1992; Norman, 1999; McGrenere & Ho, 2000; Baerentsen &
Trettvik, 2002; Bradner et al., 1999; Bradner, 2001; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2012).
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Considering these, we embrace Bradner’s notion of social affordance (Bradner et al., 1999;
Bradner, 2001). Inspired by Ackerman and Palen (1996), Bradner (2001) defines social
affordance as “the relationship between the properties of an object and the social
characteristics of a group that enable particular kinds of interaction among members of that
group” (p. 68). In this respect, she sees “social affordance” as a significant concept to inform
design practices in terms of mediating and enhancing social interaction.
Although Brander’s definition of social affordance is mostly concerned with collaborative
group interactions, we particularly adopt it to emphasise the need in reconsidering the
notion of “online dating”, and more broadly “online socialising”. In addition to previous
studies variously investigating affordances in the context of online dating (see MacLeod &
McArthur, 2019; Pruchniewska, 2020; Broeker, 2021; Comunello et al., 2021), we aim to
contribute to the field from a more “social” interaction perspective.

3. Fieldwork: methods and data collection
Getting involved in an online community requires a deep engagement with the online world
and its inherent characteristics. As Markham (1998) indicates:
“To be present in cyberspace is to learn how to be embodied there. To be embodied
there is to participate. To participate is to know enough about the rules for interaction
and movement so that movement and interaction with and within this space is
possible” (p. 23-24).

To make our movement and interaction possible in this sense, we heavily adopted virtual
ethnography methods in present study. We conducted our research on Tinder between
March 2020 and May 2020, with 15 male participants aged between 25 and 35. One of us,
İrem, became a member on Tinder and conducted participant observation (Boellstorff et al.,
2012) in order to gain an in-depth understanding through experiences in the field (Hine,
2008).
Since she was not a Tinder user before, the first step was to create an account on Tinder.
While creating her profile, she was not sure whether it should be for “real her” or “her
researcher identity”. Then, she decided it is better to embrace both since she wanted to
experience the field as a real member, and also establish a transparent relationship with
participants. So she uploaded her real photos from her last summer vacation, used her real
name and age, and added the statement “I am here for an ethnographic research to better
understand the relationships in the digital world.” to her bio. She also added her institution
and her job title as ‘ethnographic researcher’.
After that, İrem started actively using Tinder and tried to choose her potential matches
according to if they are “her type”. She deliberately did this to get a deeper understanding
of being a part of the community. Because her main purpose was to have a nice chat and
easily communicate with members, she particularly tried to match with the profiles which
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clearly express they are open to “friendly” conversations and willing to talk about various,
casual subjects as well.
In this way, she chatted with her matches about multiple issues such as daily life, pandemic
and their social life conditions. In addition to field notes (Emerson et al., 1995), after they
spent some time talking she asked them for an interview, and when they accepted, she
conducted ethnographic interviews (Spradley, 1979) via video call or texting. In these
interviews, we asked participants about their motivations, perceptions, opinions, and preand-post-pandemic experiences on Tinder. Finally, we conducted an ethnographic analysis
(Spradley, 1973; Boellstorff et al., 2012) on transcriptions and fieldnotes, and interpreted
them accordingly.

4. The setting
Tinder is a location-based dating/friendship application which offers its members potential
matches at a determined distance. While it is possible to adjust distance preferences in the
settings menu, members can also decide on gender and age range of their potential matches
they would like to meet (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Location, age range and gender preferences in the settings menu of Tinder.

To create their profiles on Tinder, members are supposed to share their names and upload
their photographs. While these two are compulsory to create a profile, others such as
surname, age or bio are optional. Participants can express anything about themselves in
their bios such as their educational backgrounds, hobbies or self expressions like “cat
person” or “serious relationships only!”.
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The main page of the app named “discovery” shows members their potential matches, on
which each profile can be seen in detail. The photographs of members are of great
importance to define who and what kind of person they are. They have a fundamental role
in making members decide to swipe a profile right or left. While swiping a profile right
means “like it”, swiping left means the opposite. While two members swipe each other right
at the same time, it is a “match”. After a match, both members can send messages to each
other via Tinder DM (direct message). Only if there is a match, it is possible to communicate
with someone; otherwise, a member cannot send a message to or receive a message from
one. Moreover, if members want to keep in touch on Tinder, both sides have to keep their
matches. If any side removes the match, all conversations disappear, and both sides lose
their chance to communicate with each other ever again.
Hine (2008) states that “It has been suggested that the Internet provides an ideal
opportunity for covert ethnography, since it is possible to ‘lurk’ in many online environments
without being visibly present to informants” (p. 262). However we could not get a chance of
this kind of “wandering around doing nothing” (Fitzsimons, 2013, p. 167) on Tinder. When
İrem first established her profile on Tinder, the matches happened so quickly that we did not
expect her involvement in the community to be so fast. Before she joined Tinder, İrem had
planned to simply lurk around, look at profiles and try to understand the inherent
characteristics of the environment. She was planning to be familiar enough to the
community so she could conduct the research more effectively. However, the first time she
swiped a profile right, her first match just happened and our first participant and key
informant, Ali, texted her “Let’s do something for humanity and for your research in these
[pandemic] days, so just ask your questions”. After this quick interaction, İrem panicked too
much since she could not know in what way she should have talked. Therefore, she texted
him back in such a formal way that Ali laughed at her because she was talking like a
“newsreader”.
In this way, we understood that even if they just meet on Tinder, members start chatting in
an intimate way like they have known each other for years. Therefore, İrem tried to embrace
this intimate attitude to appropriately act in conversations especially after the reactions
given to her researcher identity. Despite her previous decision regarding transparency, she
sometimes thought about removing this information from her bio because she was afraid
that it would be risky in terms of truly engaging with the community. One participant, Cenk,
for example, rigorously refused her attempt to even chat and said “I do not want to join your
research”. Another participant, Ozan, did not believe her and thought she was “making up”
this identity to be on Tinder, texting “Hahahaha, nice bio :)”. After İrem asked what was
funny with her bio, he said “You know, you were here under the pretext of research, this is
funny”.
On the other hand, clearly expressing researcher identity was a really good conversation
starter for some participants. They were curious about the research, especially ethnography,
often asking what it is and how they can help with it. For instance, one of our participants,
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Utku, started the conversation in a funny way by sending a GIF (Figure 2) “asking more”
about ethnography.

Figure 2. The GIF which Utku sent İrem to express his curiosity about ethnography and start the
conversation.

Hence, all of these experiences provided us significant insights to further make sense of the
inherent characteristics of the environment under research.

5. Findings
Our findings show that there are considerable shifts in dating practices of online daters,
redefining pre-pandemic routines in multiple ways on Tinder and within the broader context
of dating in Turkey. We present these changes in four main groups: changes in the
community, changes in the conversations, changes in the context of video call and changes
in the perception of online dating.

5.1 Changes in the community: A new user type emerging
One thing our participants frequently mentioned was that there has been a general increase
in Tinder use due to pandemic and related social restrictions. This change in the number of
members caused another change in the community, allowing for emerging a new type of
user. With this change, participants define Tinder users (and themselves) in two groups: the
“main-users” and the “pandemic-users”. While "main-users" refer to ones who have been
long time members of Tinder, “pandemic-users” are described as the ones who started using
Tinder after the pandemic because they are “bored” and try to socialise despite social
restrictions. One of our participants, Ali, defined “pandemic-users” and said that “Actually,
this is not a good time for your research because now there are a lot of people here for no
reason, like me. I am here because I am bored”.
Hence, we realised that once the community encountered “pandemic-users”, its prepandemic characteristics have altered in numerous ways. Although Tinder was considered as
“just a dating app” before the pandemic, it started to be seen as a way to socialise like other
social network platforms. With this shift in the way of engaging with the app, Tinder
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community has gained a heterogeneous quality, including users having a variety of
motivations.
Besides, with this diversification in the community members, strong opinions about Tinder
users’ reasoning to use the app have significantly changed among main-users. While earlier
most participants easily assumed that every Tinder user has a “certain purpose” to use the
app as themselves, which was mostly presumed as having a sexual or romantic relationship,
these assumptions have become invalid for members they have recently matched with.
Since these new matches can be “pandemic-users” now, it is difficult to stereotype them as
before the pandemic. However, even if their reasoning to use Tinder is not the same with
newcomers, main-users are still happy for having pandemic-users because an increase in the
number of members always means an increase in the number of potential “matches”.
Another main-user participant, Utku, expressed his happiness for this increase by saying that
“The number of my matches has almost tripled!”.

5.2 Changes in the conversations: Slowing down, tolerating and building
relationships
We also realised that the emergence of pandemic users in the community has various
further impacts on the default-properties of Tinder. While Tinder was generally seen as an
“easy and quick” way to meet and date someone, this “quickness” was usually associated
with the nature of relationships built online too. With the common belief that “online is
fast”, participants generally expected that conversations taking place online should be as
fast as matching with someone. One of our participants, Baran, explained this feature of
online dating:
“I do not want to stereotype people but you can always act on the assumption that the
main purpose of a person you matched with in Tinder is just having sex. You can easily
talk about sex in only 5 minutes”.

Contrary to this common pre-pandemic belief, as people cannot meet in person because of
social distancing, and with the changing features of the community led by pandemic-users,
this quick nature of Tinder and online interactions have given place to new forms. Therefore,
conversations have moved from the instant and short ones to the intense and long ones
since people have started to talk about daily issues such as home-work experiences,
shopping options, or movie recommendations to watch during lockdowns. Considering these
changes in conversations, we also observed that the nature of texting on Tinder has changed
from target-oriented dating contexts into more friendly matters.
Furthermore, this shift in conversations indicates that people became more tolerant to each
other while talking about the issues which normally they do not want to talk about on
Tinder. Our participants and the existence of this study are good demonstrations of this
statement. While almost all of them found doing an interview on Tinder “very weird” and
“unusual” when compared to their previous experiences, they still accepted to be a part of
this study. The main reason why they accepted the interview is that their ways to engage
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with the app started adapting to the changes occurring in the community and the world of
online dating.
Although it still maintains the “easy and quick” characteristics to reach and meet new
people, post-pandemic Tinder has been redefined by the fact that the consumption rate of
relationships has significantly decreased. Hence, it has slowed down, ceased to be goaloriented, and become more tolerant and flexible, reshaping users’ previous expectations
from their matches and the app. In this way, the relationships in Tinder have evolved from
consuming them to constructing them, creating a vital change in the essence of
conversations.

5.3 Changes in the context of video call: Redefining the first date
As Baran expressed earlier, for many main-users Tinder and its members have an “exact
purpose” for using it. Similarly, Berke, one of our main-user participants having more than
10.000 matches on Tinder and defining himself as “The King of Tinder”, supported this view
and said:
“Everyone says ‘I am looking for a serious relationship’ or ‘I am here for a chat’, but in
fact, the purpose of all of them is obvious... Everyone tries to seem different, as if they
do not want ‘that’, as if they have different expectations, but the result is always the
same”.

For this reason, when İrem asked Berke for an interview via video call, he laughed a lot and
said that “You are so weird. No one asks for a video call here for an interview”.
As Berke said, video call was not seen as a usual way to meet, talk or date with someone in
the Tinder community before pandemic, but it was redefined in the world of online dating
and took the place of “first date”. Since meeting in cafes, restaurants or any other public
places was not an option for online daters anymore, they found new ways to simulate these
events online. While having a chat with a potential partner by drinking or eating something
at a nice place is one of the most inherent characteristics of the first date, these experiences
were moved into and re-created in virtual forms.
For example, when İrem matched with Emre and had some chat on Tinder, they decided to
“meet on Skype” to drink coffee and get to know each other better. Thus, they brewed their
coffees in their own kitchens and went on their first date in their own homes. Even if their
first date was online, they still talked about the “usual first date topics” such as their jobs
and hobbies, as if they met in person.
We thus observed that daters also locate offline dating habits and practices in online
platforms, being mostly inclined to leave much of them unchanged. Even if video call
became the “new first date” for them, and “new normal” in the context of online dating,
they still perfectly preserve features and characteristics of conventional first date concept
during this transition.
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5.4 Changes in the perception of online dating: Online is the new real
When İrem asked if there is any disadvantage of using Tinder, participants expressed that it
is an unemotional way to meet someone, and there is always a virtual barrier between them
and their matches. “Even if online media is an easy way, it definitely kills human relations”,
Mehmet once said and added, “We cannot convey our feelings to others; we just physically
touch and look at a device, not at a real person”. Similarly, while Utku defined Tinder as “an
artificial start in any way”, Can also expressed the disadvantages of Tinder for him:
“If we have a chat here [on Tinder] for 3 hours and after that you walk off, I do not
care about it. But, if we meet in person at some place, that would be something
important”.

As participants indicated, online social interactions were less significant and meaningful for
them compared to their offline experiences. However, we observed that their perceptions
towards online interactions started to change during the pandemic, turning past
disadvantages into new advantages in multiple ways. For instance, while online dating was
considered an unemotional way to meet someone, it suddenly became the only way to
socialise; while it was considered damaging to human relations, it turned into the best way
to construct and maintain any relationship; while it offered an artificial start for daters, it
became the only option to start something new; and, while it was seen as a virtual barrier
which hampers expressing emotions, this virtuality provided a unique means to convey and
also feel something emotional. Thus, with these shifts in the perception of online dating,
online interactions have become important and worthy, creating real and meaningful
experiences for the online dating community.
Besides, participants expressed that before pandemic it was difficult to find time and energy
for in-person meetings because of their workloads. Therefore, online dating was a quick,
easy and timeless way to fulfil their socialising needs. However, since they started working
from home due to social-distancing rules, they had more leisure time. Thus, they started
using Tinder not for gaining time anymore, but for spending, on the contrary. Although they
see Tinder as time-wasting in some issues before the pandemic e.g., when they do not
match someone as they expect, even this disadvantageous side has become a nice option,
creating a virtual social space in which they can hang out.
We further observed that the increase in the number of Tinder users brought another shift
in the way of how online dating is perceived in society. Since there is a belief that using
dating apps are “lame and low-level” in Turkey, according to participants’ expressions, most
people do not lean towards using them. Even if they use it, as Berke and Baran indicated,
people generally hide it from their families and friends because of cultural and societal
norms. However, since online platforms became the only possible way to socialise and
create new relationships in pandemic conditions, people started being more open-minded,
seeing them as normal and acceptable ways, and breaking their taboos and bias towards
online social interactions.

9

İrem Genç, Özge Merzali Çelikoğlu

6. Discussion
Considering the changes in the context of online dating explained so far, we realised that
they mainly concentrate on two points: shifts in the perception of offline and online
interactions, and shifts in the perception of Tinder.
Starting with the former, as online interactions took the place of offline experiences due to
pandemic restrictions, this transition revealed the presence of a sharp distinction between
the ways offline and online interactions are perceived in dating context. While the former
was considered more real and meaningful, online interactions were generally seen as
artificial and worthless. As we realised, however, during the pandemic this perspective
started to change, and online interactions have been adopted as a significant part of human
sociality.
Despite this adoption, we observed that when participants want to establish a relationship
with a potential partner online, they still show an offline approach by trying to preserve and
maintain what they experience in person.
Considering divisions between offline and online life practices, Tyler (2002) indicates that
“… the internet may have had less impact on many aspects of social life than is
frequently supposed… the internet seems to have created a new way of doing old
things, rather than being a technology that changes the manner in which people live
their lives” (p. 195).

In this respect, we realised that even if it is designed for interacting online, participants are
inclined to use Tinder in a more offline manner rather than creating a completely new way
for dating or socialising.
Moreover, we observed that Tinder had such a specific definition for participants that it was
hard for them to engage with the app from a different perspective before the pandemic.
They had significant bias towards both the app and its members regarding their reasonings.
However, this started to alter with the involvement of pandemic-users and other changes
during the pandemic. Further, these shifts in online dating practices have re-shaped
participants’ Tinder perception, through which they realised the existing but hidden social
affordances on Tinder which enable them to engage with the app in different ways from prepandemic ones.
With all that, pandemic seems to be an opportunity for the Tinder community in terms of
discovering the potential of online interactions, and more specifically the potential of the
app by engaging with it from different perspectives. This potential of Tinder is what, and
how, it affords for its users. While Tinder had the same social affordances as before the
pandemic, they could not be realised or more likely were overlooked by users, and remained
hidden. The main reason for this ignorance of social affordances is the perception of Tinder
both inside the community and in society, which is created by its strong characteristics
previously defined and socially strengthened.
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Considering our everyday engagements and presence in the digital world, Cheney-Lippold
(2011) emphasises how online platforms tend to categorise us in the form of “new
algorithmic identities”, indicating “we are entering an online world where our identifications
are largely made for us” (p. 165). Therefore, these categories become “constructs that may
imply highly normative and normalising ideals” regarding what such a category is (see
Sharon and Zandbergen, 2017, p. 1698). Acknowledging these categorizations and
identifications in the context of online dating, Bivens and Hoque (2018) discuss how design
of a dating app which aims to remove gender inequality in dating practices actually
contributes to it due to “narrow conceptions of gender” created by designers of that app.
They strongly emphasise that “Perhaps if we expand our strategies for social change beyond
a narrow focus on marketable products that offer technical tweaks, we might be better
positioned to achieve them” (Bivens and Hoque, 2018, p. 455). Defining this as the “paradox
of mobile dating”, Sobieraj and Humphreys (2021) similarly indicate how gender-equal
design attempts do not create equality but “ led to more stereotypically gendered relational
configurations”, even experienced by users “remarkably gender heteronormative and
conservative” (p. 9-10).
Although these examples mostly concern gender and inequality, their findings significantly
demonstrate how any narrow definition and categorization of any notion, even beyond
online dating context, can have harmful impacts on people who are supposed to fit into
them. Embracing this perspective in current study, our findings point out that Tinder itself
presents a fundamentally narrow definition of dating, assuming its every member has the
same way of dating, flirting, or socially interacting. As we have shown, this limited
conception not only imposes how people should date, but also goes beyond and affects and
defines the narratives about it in society, creating a deadlock loop.
In these respects, Tinder still has fundamental limitations despite its hidden social
affordances unearthed during the pandemic. Hence, realising these limitations and
enhancing participants’ active engagement with the app can be a good way of creating a
more flexible space for everyone who wants to date or socialise online. In this sense, based
on our insights we may suggest two design implications for the future designs of the
dating/friendship apps:
Allowing variety in online (dating) communities
Every member in an online (dating) community can have their unique ways to socially
interact. Previously defining the characteristics of not only apps but also the notion of dating
or more broadly socialising online may create and impose numerous digital social constructs
for users regardless of their unique needs, motivations and expectations from a social
interaction. Therefore, providing users a categorisation-free space in which they can shape
their interactions and engagements in a way they feel more comfortable can be a good way
in recognizing their individual differences. For example, allowing users to define their own
notions of dating, friendship or socialising, and shape it according to their individual
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preferences can be an option for a more engaging and bias-free experience. This kind of
approach can be an important step to avoid standardisation and stereotyping both in and in
the perception of online dating and socialising platforms.
Merging offline and online
Participants’ perceptions regarding offline and online interactions are highly different. To
compensate for the lack of online experiences, they recreate offline practices in online
platforms by trying to keep them unchanged. Besides, this offline-online division brings
further distinctions in terms of the value, worth and meaning of the interactions. Therefore,
embracing “social interaction” as a whole, including all of its offline and online aspects, and
designing products accordingly can be a good approach for creating more meaningful and
holistic experiences. Considering “online” as a tool that can be incorporated into our “social
toolkit” (Tyler, 2002, p. 204), and recognizing its considerable place in our lives today, we
believe that only then can we design a truly “real” social experience.

7. Conclusion
Consequently, the pandemic has affected our offline and online social lives, altering old ways
of interaction. In this paper, we particularly focused on the social changes in the context of
online dating via Tinder and presented them as four main categories. We further discussed
that through these changes, hidden social affordances of Tinder were unearthed and came
to light since the perception of Tinder and the perception of online social interactions have
been redefined in the Tinder community.
Lastly, we can say a few words about the limitations of this study. It is important to
emphasise that it is a bit challenging to conduct this kind of pre and post pandemic research
in such a medium due to its dynamic features. Considering that we conducted our research
between March-May 2020, at the peak times of pandemic, there may have been many other
changes since then. Therefore, we present our findings not as ultimates, but as potentials
which may provide a better understanding about the community and medium under
research. However, even if we investigate these changes in the pandemic context and in
Turkey, we believe that our findings are beyond the pandemic-related and locational issues,
and demonstrate a broader perspective about the interplay between online dating, more
broadly online socialising, practices and the ways they are designed.
Moreover, if this study had been conducted under different conditions such as with
participants of different genders, by other researchers, by researchers of different genders,
in a different country or in a longer period of time, the findings would be different.
Therefore, we would like to underline that this study does not aim to generalise its findings,
but to gain an in-depth understanding about the community and medium under research.
Thus, it can be developed with various perspectives, and is open to further studies.
Note. All names were anonymized.
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